From what isn’t Empathy to Empathic Learning Process  by Keskin, Sevgi Coşkun
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  4932 – 4938 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.1052 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences - WCES 2013 
From what isn’t empathy to empathic learning process  
Sevgi Coşkun Keskin a *,  
aSakarya Universitys Hendek/Sakarya,54300, Turkey 
 
Abstract 
This study was designed to describe and understand empathy, an important skill for individuals to possess in an educational 
environment and to alleviate conceptual confusion caused by the improper substitution of certain terms for empathy. The 
research was conducted using the action research method through activities based on empathetic skills in which 35 students 
participated for a year. The research results show that the concepts substituted for empathy in fact represent stages of the 
empathetic learning process. While developing empathy, an individual goes through stages such as acting, meaning, imagination, 
perspective-taking and feeling. An individual who can experience all of these stages can properly develop empathy.  
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1. Introduction 
The best gift we can give to our children is the ability to develop empathy, as it enables individuals to see the 
positive and the good in people around them. From a human relations point of view, empathy is the ability to 
anticipate and understand the reactions of others. There is also a particular relationship between empathy and caring 
for others (Bavolek, 2005: 2). According to past research, people who do not develop empathy tend to commit 
crimes more often than others (Chlopan, et al. 1985: 640; Bush, et al. 2000: 469). According to many other studies, 
empathy skills are of great importance for socialization. Empathy is necessary to gain social skills, understand other 
people without judging help others, share and show responsibility (Adams, 1983: 204–205). 
The notion of empathy is defined as an effort to understand another person’s thoughts and feelings appropriately. 
However, many notions like acting, imagination, imitation, perspective-taking, meaning, understanding, 
identification, feeling, sympathy and pity can be substituted for empathy, but separately do not have the same 
signification as empathy. It is not possible to properly develop empathy by simply imagining, acting, recognizing 
another person’s perspective or just feeling others’ emotions and sympathizing with them. This study seeks to 
explain the meaning of these notions, often confused with empathy, adopted during the learning process. The 
empathetic learning process created at the end of the research, which began with the question ‘what is not empathy?’ 
in order to assure the intelligibility of research results, is given below and this process is illustrated in our findings. 
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The concepts and actions that are substituted for empathy but which do not separately correspond to empathy in 
fact form the stages of empathy and help to create the empathetic process.  
 
 
Figure 1. Empathy as process  
As seen in the figure, when a person tries to understand another person, s/he understands that person and gives 
meaning to her or his experiences (2) firstly by acting (1). In the meantime, s/he may imagine himself or herself as 
that person (3) and evaluate the events from that person’s perspective (4) and share his or her feelings (5). As a 
result of this endeavour s/he develops an understanding by anticipating the feelings and thoughts of that person (6). 
Throughout this process, after imagining (3) s/he can imitate that person (A); can identify himself or herself (B) with 
the person in question or can sympathize (C) with him or her (Coşkun Keskin, 2007). 
As can been understood in this figure, during this process acting, meaning, imagination, perspective-taking, 
feeling and understanding create circular empathy processes by either starting the process or following another step 
(Figure 2). On the other hand, identification, sympathy and imitation are not expected during the empathy process, 
but they may nevertheless emerge during this process. It would be useful to point out the relationship between the 
first three stages. In order for a person to start imagining, s/he must have positive or negative belief in the situation. 
This belief starts with acting and meaning. Through imagination, belief moves into reality. Afterwards, the cognitive 
(perspective-taking) and affective (feeling) aspects of empathy come out and thus a person better understands the 
situation or event (Coşkun Keskin, 2007). 
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Figure 2. Empathy as a Circular Process 
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As empathy differs from person to person, from subject to subject and from experience to experience, it is 
natural to not be able to predict during which step of the process empathy will emerge; this also indicates that 
empathy is a circular process whose stage differs from person to person. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. As Comprised Empathy 
As illustrated in Figure 3, empathy comprises all of these notions, but separately these elements fail to define 
empathy.  
2. Method  
Our research was conducted through action research, a qualitative research design. In accordance with this 
objective, the research was conducted with 131 activities focusing on empathy skills, in which 35 primary school 
students (10 to 11 years old) participated. Throughout the research, the researcher with the role of teacher 
participated in the research during one academic year. During the data collection process, 180 lessons taught were 
recorded using a video camera. In addition, more than 2000 documents (letters, diaries, essays) gathered during the 
activities were analysed. Although this data ultimately helped to formulate the empathetic learning process, some of 
the activities were used for exemplification.  
3. Findings 
The notions confused with empathy (what empathy is not) were highlighted by the data collected, as seen below. 
3.1. What Isn’t Empathy? 
3.1.1. Acting: The idea of ‘being in someone else’s shoes’ is mentioned in a Native American proverb: ‘In order to 
understand another person it is necessary to wear his or her shoes for three full moons’. The first definition of 
empathy made by Rogers resembles this concept of ‘acting’ (Davis, 2005). Acting, however, is not enough to 
develop empathy. Acting occurs when the person who empathizes stimulates his or her feelings while trying to 
understand someone else.  
For example, asking for help from the future by acting as the child ( putting himself into the shoes of the child) 
called Brie having lived  in the 19th century G1 wrote the following in his letter: ‘Dear children, I am Jean de Brie 
from the 19th century. I wrote this letter to you exactly seven centuries ago. I used to live in the Atlantic City during 
the 19th century. At the age of 7, I shepherded goslings. At the age of 8, I looked after pigs. At the age of 9, I helped 
the cattle shepherd. At the age of 11, I took on the responsibility of 80 pigs. I spent this kind of childhood. I am sure 
you are spending a nicer childhood than I did’. It is clear that G1 just gives information but does not question it. The 
student who has an inert imagination will just perform the acting stage; therefore, s/he will not properly develop 
empathy.  
Pity Identification 
Sympathy 
Acting Meaning Imagination Perspective 
Taking  
Feeling Understanding 
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3.1.2. Meaning: In general terms, this is associated with creating meaning. It occurs when a person attaches meaning 
to the feelings and thoughts of another person. Likewise, the ability to understand the thoughts of another person 
enables an individual to develop a capacity for foresight (Lieber, 1995a).  
Meaning was given to the situation of Brie in the letter where G2 wrote to future students, acting as Jean de Brie 
living in the 19th century, during a children’s rights themed activity. ‘… Our conditions were difficult in the past. 
You must be at ease. While I was writing this letter I was in the 19th century and 11 years old. I hope you are 
reading this letter. If a child reads this letter I want him or her to know that in those days I did not study at nice 
schools as you do now. Now you must have a comfortable life’. G2 gave meaning to the condition of people living 
in that period by describing it as it was, yet he did not properly experience the empathetic learning process because 
he left out the stages of understanding, perspective-taking and feeling. 
3.1.3. Imagination: Imagination is imagining oneself in a probable or an improbable situation. In other words, it is 
dreaming while being awake. The union of images, thoughts and senses is imagination. According to Titchener, an 
image occurs after meaning is given to empathy. Images are the muscles of the mind. Images stimulate emotions and 
thoughts and these emotions and thoughts are felt. The opposite is also sometimes the case. Empathy is felt and 
stimulated, having been given meaning by images (Lieber, 1995a). According to Lipps (1965), empathy is the 
thinking face of imagination that is the mental eye. The mental eye shows others’ visible emotions and conscious 
experiences. Here a person comprehends not only other peoples’ lives, but also the real and/or unexplainable 
thoughts of other people about him or her (Lieber 1995). According to Egan (1986), imagination gives three-
dimensional meaning to knowledge, removing the remote history and remote space veil of students (Brooks, 2004). 
Imagery exercises improve skills of problem solving, critical thinking or creativity (Barrow, 1988). According to 
Elton, learning and scientific thought gain significance thanks to imagery. They are research tools which affect 
historians (Little, 1983).  
At the same time, imagination is a special communication facet of empathy. In a role where a person plays at 
imagining, s/he goes through a process of understanding others acting as them. Cairns (1989) stated that 
‘Imagination is necessary for actual empathy, but empathy should not be restricted by imagination’. This supports 
the idea that empathy and imagination differ from each other but that imagination is necessary for empathy.  
B1 acted as Jean de Brie as well, and wrote in his letter to future like this: ‘It was cold and I was just watching 
the pigs. Suddenly I thought how life was hard and asked myself ‘Am I the only person who works like this?’ I put 
myself in the rich children’s place and shed tears while thinking. Now I imagine myself in 2005, but probably I 
won’t live till that year. All of sudden it got dark and it was thundering. I was scared and went into the hut but I was 
rebuked. I am so unfortunate. Whenever I defend myself I am always rebuked. … I cannot wait for people to save 
me from this situation forever. I would be delighted if you helped me’. It can be inferred from the discourse that B1 
has an imagination devoid of questioning and reasoning, since the student stuffed the text with irrelevant 
information. The reason why the text has a story-like effect filled with imagination and mentions a saviour might be 
student’s transition from mythic period to romantic one (Egan, 1986). It illustrates that as B1 did not develop an 
understanding of the situation, despite acting as another person and stimulating his imagination, and thus did not 
complete the empathetic process.  
3.1.4. Perspective-Taking: According to Johnson (1925), this is the ability to foresee the reaction of a person to a 
cognitive and affective situation. In other words, it refers to the condition in which a person or a group becomes 
cognizant of the special situation or position of another person or group (URL1). This notion also includes 
understanding thoughts and intentions as well as the emotions of one person from the perspective of another. 
Perspective-taking represents the logical/cognitive side of empathy. At this point, going behind the emotional 
boundary, the reason ‘why’ a person thought and behaved in a certain way is explained from his or her perspective 
(Skolnick and Dulberg, 2004 and Stephan and Finlay, 1999). When we take another person’s perspective, we do 
more than merely understand her or her experiences; we try to understand the reason why a person thinks and 
behaves in that way and explain his or her perspective (Dulberg, 1998).  
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This notion is the one which has the closest meaning to empathy and facilitates it most, as it is necessary to act as 
another person and look from his or her perspective for a person to develop empathy. However, these two notions 
are used interchangeably by many educators, despite important differences between them. According to Damon 
(1998, 93) perspective-taking does not bear a moral indispensability. It is a strong social and mental tool. It is 
neutral on moral grounds. Perspective-taking generally creates the cognitive conditions for caring for another person 
and empathy. Furthermore, unlike perspective-taking, empathy contains reciprocity. Reciprocity is a means of 
emotional and cognitive interaction between a person and others (Dulberg, 1998).  
For example, B2 and G3, just acting as someone who has never seen a photo, with their reactions of ‘Oh my! 
They have imprisoned me!’ and ‘Oh my! Whoever drew it, drew it excellently’ respectively upon seeing a photo 
were trying to view the situation from the perspective of the person not having seen a photo before. Nevertheless, 
they could not develop empathy as they still had not gone through feeling and understanding stages . 
3.1.5. Feeling: The notions of empathy and sympathy both have feeling as their etymological roots. Feeling is 
necessary to understand, to give meaning to and identify emotions. To know how to feel is possible with feeling 
(Lieber, 1995a). Feeling is not enough to develop empathy by itself. If we just make use of feeling while developing 
empathy, we mostly gain sympathy. There is an interesting connection between thinking and feeling and both of 
them are necessary for a proper empathetic process. While thinking corresponds to the cognitive domain of 
empathy, feeling corresponds to its affective domain.  
B3, acting as someone wearing traditional outfits expresses himself like this: ‘I wear the outfits of the place in 
which I live. I never feel embarrassed by it. In fact, it is good for a person to wear traditional outfits. I like my 
outfits, because that outfit reflects the culture of that place’. It can be inferred from this statement that while most of 
the students acted as though someone wearing traditional outfits should feel embarrassed and they find the outfits 
distasteful, B3 tried to experience the empathetic process properly (acting, meaning, perspective-taking and feeling). 
However, although B3 reflected that person’s emotions properly and presented them from a certain perspective, s/he 
did not fulfil the empathetic process properly.  
3.1.6. Understanding: Lexically it means being thoughtful and comprehending another person’s situation. As for its 
importance for empathy, it is the central point of empathy and its last stage. Acting requires understanding or trying 
to understand another person’s situation.  
Writing a letter to future students, E4 mentioned himself and his inventions by acting as a science man. He then 
went through the empathetic process properly (acting, meaning, imagination, perspective-taking, feeling and 
understanding). ‘I am Thomas Edison and I am endeavouring to improve electricity. Usually I worked on electrical 
devices, the most important of which is the light bulb. Everybody combined negative and positive. But I failed. I 
tried it with other metals but I failed again. But I did not give up. This time I conducted the same process inside a 
gas that did not react and could not believe my eyes. A light came out from that wire. Then I improved this 
invention and introduced it to the whole world. I was so happy then and became proud of myself. I have a lot of 
inventions like the light bulb and all of them became beneficial for people and broke new ground’. 
3.1.7. Imitation and Identification: Imitation is the process or habit of mimicking the behaviour of another person or 
group, either intentionally or unintentionally. It is one of our basic learning habits and plays a significant role in 
most of our skills, behaviours, interests and manners, role models, social traditions and so on (Budak, 2000). On the 
other hand, identification is the process whereby a child builds his or her identity by interacting with people whom 
s/he takes as a model. Throughout this process one or some characteristics of the loved or loathed person are 
adopted. It is different from imitation. Humans become individuals by identifying themselves with subjects they 
comes across on the way path of freedom. As they may add what they get from others to their personality, they may 
abandon them. Thus, an identity is built thanks to the transfer of knowledge and skills from one person to another 
(Yavuzer, 2002). According to Adler (1973), empathy is related to identification. A lack of empathy may lead to a 
weak personality. Imitation and identification are not expected during the empathy process. They are the accidental 
consequences that a person experiences while developing empathy.  
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The condition is clearer in the text below, where G4 acts as a child living in the 19th century. ‘… I think his or 
her occupations are more enjoyable. His or her life is more beautiful but more difficult. I wish we could sometimes 
do such things. Then my school years would be more enjoyable’. Without going through the acting stage, G4 passed 
to the stages of meaning and feeling of the empathetic process. But s/he struggles to identify with an individual. 
Therefore, s/he cannot complete the empathetic process.  
3.1.8. Sympathy and pity: Sympathy is feeling in a similar manner as another person (Stockley, 1983; Dökmen, 
2002). That is, it means being happy and sad together with another person (Verducci, 2000). Rogers likens 
sympathy to a steamy glass. Because the person who sympathizes mingles his or her emotions with those of 
someone else, and instead of understanding that person, the sympathizer perplexes him or her.  (Lieber, 1995a). In 
other words, sympathy is a sensitivity we have because of our emotions, life conditions or feelings towards another 
person (Thompson, 1983). It is one of the notions confused with empathy. 
Sympathy is certainly different from empathy, despite having some common ground. It is a notion which bears 
more disadvantages than advantages in interpersonal communication and should be evaluated carefully. While 
sympathy has something to do with sharing the same emotions with another person or identifying with that person’s 
emotions, empathy is an effort to understand the emotional situation of another person. In other words, whereas 
participation is at stake for empathy, sympathy mostly includes sharing (Lieber, 1995a). In fact, it appears that 
sympathy impedes empathy (Stockley, 1983).  
Pity is sharing sadness, so it is defined as a form of sympathy. Its complementary nature with sympathy has 
given way to an inferior-superior relationship. When we pity someone, we feel sorry for that person and thus 
(sometimes subconsciously) feel luckier and superior (Davis, 2005). Both of these notions should not be included in 
empathy.  
G5 acting as a girl who cannot afford to go to school thus seeking help from charitable foundations expressed her 
feelings as follows: ‘What a pity! If I were in her shoes, I would both love and become irritated by the people who 
help me. Foundations are nice but here I feel very special’. G5 could not complete the empathetic process and had 
instead viewed the situation from her perspective, as she felt sorry for the person with whom she empathized.  
4. Conclusions and Recommendation  
The results of our research show that many notions that are confused with empathy are in fact not completely 
independent from the empathetic process and are in fact components of this process. These components include 
acting, meaning, imagination, perspective-taking, feeling and understanding, as described in the empathetic learning 
process above. During the process, these components may not emerge in the order given above. The nature of the 
empathetic situation experienced and of the person who develops empathy, as well as the extent of preliminary 
information that a student has about the case may influence the situation. That is why the empathetic process is said 
to be a circular process. The research results also show that as long as a person does not have any positive or 
negative beliefs in the case during the acting and meaning stages (which are the first two stages of the empathetic 
learning process), the empathetic process cannot start. On the other side, perspective-taking and sympathy are most 
often confused with empathy, according to our results.  
In a popular sense, imagination is said to have little relationship with reality. However, Little (1983: 28) rejects 
this opinion, as he thinks that it is possible to reach viable and original opinions about events and people through 
imagination. Little (1983: 27) regards imagination and empathy as tantamount. However, empathy and imagination 
are different notions, yet imagination is necessary for empathy. Therefore, imagination is specified as the third stage 
of the empathetic learning stage. Since at this stage the students tried to imagine becoming involved with the related 
event. Thus, this stage can be described as a firm step taken towards thinking. Because of this feature, this stage can 
also be said to be the compulsory stage of the empathetic process, since a person can act as other people, travel to 
their time and understand their thoughts through imagination.  
In addition, our research results indicate that perspective-taking and feeling represent the cognitive and affective 
aspects of the empathetic learning process, respectively. During the perspective-taking stage, a person can put 
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forward different perspectives evaluating the logical and illogical aspects of the person or event with which s/he 
empathizes. Also at this stage, the cognitive skills of students can be determined and improved. For example, the 
fact that a student acting as someone living in the past uses his or her perception skills of time and space is due to his 
or her going through this stage properly. The students who go through the stage of perspective-taking properly can 
develop different perspectives without making any anachronistic mistakes and taking into account the living 
conditions of another person.  
The feeling stage is helps us to understand another person’s emotional condition and mood. For example, a 
student acting as an earthquake victim tries to understand that person’s emotions and condition by trying to feel his 
or her emotions.  
The stage of understanding is the last stage expected in the empathetic learning process. The student who starts 
to imagine with the belief created as a result of acting and meaning stimulates his or her cognitive skills during the 
perspective-taking stage. At the feeling stage, a student stimulates his or her affective skills and eventually 
completes the empathetic process by finally understanding a situation or person. This stage can be described as the 
one where the other stages are synthesized, since in order to reach this stage properly, intuitive, cognitive and 
affective skills should all be stimulated.  
As stated before, during the empathetic learning process, sympathy, identification and imitation emerge but they 
are unexpected stages. The research results show that throughout our research, students especially identified with 
good samples, sympathized with affecting situations and tended to imitate their parents.  
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